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Body 


The ignorance of Donald Trump's new executive order on energy and the environment has many gleaming facets. 


For one thing, assuming the U.S. president is wrong that climate change is a Chinese hoax, the order imperils the 
planet. 


Trump is seeking to undo Barack Obama's hard-fought progress on the environment by, among other things, 
rescinding the Clean Power Plan. 


The centrepiece of Obama's climate legacy, this policy would have shuttered coal-fired power plants across the 
United States and frozen the development of new ones, significantly reducing emissions and, by improving air 
quality, saving thousands of lives every year. 


If the order survives the inevitable court challenges - and that's a big if - it would also aggressively deregulate 
methane emissions from the oil and gas industry and gut the environmental-assessment process for new 
development projects. 


Along with Trump's previous pledge to roll back fuel efficiency standards for cars and his deep cuts to the 
Environmental Protection Agency, the order sends a clear statement that the U.S. has no intention of meeting its 
commitments under the Paris Accord. 


Governors and mayors have already signalled that they will try to mitigate the impact of Trump's retreat on climate 
with their own policies. 


This is a necessary and welcome counterweight, but without federal leadership the U.S. will take a leap backward. 


That would be a double disaster. The U.S. is the world's second biggest polluter, behind China, and its progress is 
crucial to achieving the Paris goal of keeping the planet's warming to under 2 degrees Celsius over the next 
century. 


Moreover, if the U.S. abandons the fight, other high-polluting countries like China, India and Brazil may follow. 


Their participation in Paris was premised on America's leadership and secured through years of careful diplomacy; 
a change of heart on their part would speed our planet down the path of catastrophic climate change. 


Scientists overwhelmingly agree that, without swift global action, the already devastating effects of climate change 
will continue to worsen: the rising sea levels, the droughts and fires, the flooding and species extinction. 


It doesn't inspire much confidence that, when asked about the economic impact of all this, a White House official 
who co-wrote the order claimed "not to be familiar" with this particular set of concerns. 
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That bizarre blind spot is a reminder that the order is not just environmentally dangerous; it's also economically 
myopic. 


First and foremost, of course, there is the enormous cost to government of a planet going haywire. 


But even in more quotidian terms, Trump's policy makes no sense. The explicit goal of the order is to revive 
America's declining coal industry and usher in a new era of "clean coal," whatever that means. 


But, as pretty much every analyst agrees, that's not going to happen. With natural gas prices falling and renewable- 
energy capacity soaring, coal is a victim not just of government regulation, but of the market. 


As demand for fossil fuels declines, even if slowly, a country's long-term competitiveness will depend in large part 
on its ability to foster clean-tech and alternative energy innovations and industry. Trump is betting big on a dying 
horse. 


What does all of this spectacular folly mean for Canada, beyond the danger it poses to us as a planetary 
neighbour? It depends who you ask. 


Some, especially those looking for any excuse to undo whatever climate progress we've made, argue that we have 
no choice but to follow Trump's lead. 


This is the official position of the Conservative party, which has called on the Trudeau government to abandon its 
proposed floor price on carbon in light of the U.S. administration's deregulatory bent. 


It is "insane," said interim Conservative Leader Rona Ambrose, "that we would kneecap our own economy, and put 
ourselves at a competitive disadvantage with a carbon tax across this country when we know that the Americans 
would never do that." 


Of course, policy is not written in a vacuum and we must adapt to the international context. 


But which is the more compelling context: that, on the one hand, climate change is real and worsening, taking a 
great human toll and costing cities billions of dollars every year? That, in addition, a global consensus is emerging 
that the costs of inaction far outweigh those of the fight and that this is changing the calculus of national interest? 


Or, on the other, that the Trump administration is set to ignore these facts and much of the rest of the world and 
pursue its short-termist agenda of denial? 


To diverge from the U.S. on this issue is hardly "insane." "Self-preserving" is more like it. This is what Justin 
Trudeau acknowledged when he said earlier this year that the oilsands would eventually - that is, probably, over the 
very long term - have to be phased out. 


He wasn't making a moral case, but simply describing an emerging reality: the jobs and economic opportunities of 
the future will necessarily be in renewable energy, not fossil fuels. 


Clearly there are real and difficult debates to be had about the pace of change and how to manage the short-term 
costs, both economic and human, of the necessary transition. But the change is necessary. 


The Trudeau government has taken modest but welcome steps to curb heat-trapping emissions, including its 
national framework on clean growth and climate change. Yet a recent Environment Canada report showed that, 
based on policies in place as of last November, we are on pace to fall well short of our rather unambitious climate 
targets. 


In light of Trump's abdication, that is a particular shame. The Tories are wrong to see American retreat as a spur to 
do less. Rather, it creates an urgency to act and an opportunity to lead. 
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